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A DISCUSSION CONTEST 



JULIA E. GETTEMY 
Northwestern High School, Detroit, Michigan 



An important feature of work for Better Speech, in Detroit, 
last year, was the discussion contests for senior and intermediate 
high schools. So successful were these contests, which were 
inaugurated and carried out by the Detroit English Club, that they 
have been made an annual affair. 

A discussion contest is exactly what the name implies — a 
contest in which various subjects of common and general interest 
are informally discussed by the contestants, whose work is then 
rated by a board of judges. Its purpose is to encourage practice 
in the informal discussion of subjects of everyday interest. 

The contests were very broad reaching in their effects, the 
senior contest, in January, touching about sixteen thousand mem- 
bers of the tenth, eleventh, and twelfth grades, and the intermediate 
in May reaching a much larger number. 

Preparation for the senior contest began early in September 
when a committee was appointed which consisted of one member 
from each senior high school in the city. This committee met and 
selected a group of fifteen subjects for discussion and formulated 
a set of regulations for the preliminary and final contests. In 
most of the high schools the work was commenced early in October 
when the list of fifteen subjects was presented to all the English 
sections. Each pupil was encouraged to offer in class, before his 
fellows, an informal discussion of some one or more of the subjects. 
Then elimination contests took place until one pupil was selected 
from each course of English from the tenth to the twelfth grades 
inclusive. When this was completed these six contestants entered 
into a local school or semifinal contest, by which one member was 
selected to go to the final contest. 

In several of the schools these semifinals were festive occasions 
at which the patrons of the school and members of the Board of 
Education were present. The final contest was held before the 
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Detroit English Club, and prizes were awarded by various indi- 
viduals. In May the intermediate contest was run off, having 
progressed in a similar manner. These final contests, although 
the culmination of the work in discussion, were really of secondary 
importance. The real value of the enterprise lay in the interest 
aroused in, and the practice secured by, the thousands who did not 
go to the finals. 

Perhaps the best way to describe the working of the contests 
is to give the set of directions and lists of subjects sent out by the 
committee to all the schools concerned. 

DIRECTIONS FOR THE SENIOR CONTEST 
grades 10, ii, and 12 

1. Sources. — The sources of the subject-matter are not restricted to any 
particular magazine or newspaper. 

Since the newspapers are accessible to practically every pupil, it seems 
advisable, so far as possible, to keep at the newspaper level. 

2. Final contest. — The final contest will be held Monday, January n, 
1 92 1, at 4 p.m. in the Northern High School auditorium, at the regular meeting 
of the English Club. 

It is recommended that the preliminaries be held during the last week 
before the holidays. 

3. Length of speeches. — The speeches in the final contest shall be not less 
than four minutes nor more than eight in length. 

Two timers with stop-watches will call time. 
A bell will be sounded at seven minutes and again at eight. 
The speaker may complete any sentence he may have begun when the bell 
sounds. 

4. Choice of topics. — Each contestant will have a choice of three topics, 
drawn in a sealed envelope. The topics will be prepared by a representative 
committee. 

The topics will be placed in the sealed envelopes by disinterested parties 
before the day of the contest. 

5. Time for preparation.— Each contestant shall draw the sealed envelope 
mentioned above one hour previous to the time he speaks. During that time 
he may organize his speech. It is advised that he write nothing more than an 
outline. Every effort should be made to prevent contestants' delivering a 
prepared speech. Contestants shall draw eight minutes apart. 

It is advised that this plan of drawing topics be used in the preliminary 
contests in order to accustom the pupils to this method of procedure. 

6. Notes. — It is advised that no notes be used by the speakers. However, 
if notes are used, they must be on stiff cards not larger than 3 in. by 5 in. 
Such cards will be provided speakers requesting them. 
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7. Awards.— Each school is at liberty to provide suitable awards for the 
winners of the contest in that school. Such awards should be chosen as are in 
accordance with the rules of the Board of Education. 

8. Judges.— Three judges for the final contest will be chosen from a list 
agreed upon by the subcommittee on the Senior High School Discussion. 
Contest. 

These judges shall not confer with each other before the contest nor until 
their written, signed decisions have been handed in. 

Judges shall be instructed to base their decisions on general effectiveness, 
which would include the consideration of the organization and mastery of 
subject-matter, delivery, and stage-presence. 

Each contestant shall be marked in percentages and ranked accordingly. 
It is advised that the marks run from 75 per cent to 95 per cent, no two being 
given the same mark. 

Each semi-final contest should be judged by a board of three judges 
chosen from outside the school. 

9. Place on program.— Contestants shall draw for places on the program 
one hour before the program begins. They shall not be identified with their 
schools. 

10. Topics.— Fifteen topics are submitted as subject-matter for the 
preliminary contest, which should be concluded in every school by December 3. 
On that date a smaller list of five subjects, chosen from the original fifteen, 
will be submitted to be used in the semi-final and final contests. 

The regulations for the intermediate contest were practically 
the same except that the time of the speeches was shorter, running 
from two to four minutes. 

Subjects used in the senior contest were as follows, the five 
starred being those used in the final: 

1. Aviation: Commercial; Experimental; Recreational 

2. U.S. Merchant Marine: Pastof; Presentof; Public Attention Attracted 
to; Future of 

3. Immigration: Restriction on; Classes of; Desirability of ; Distribution 
of Immigrants 

4. The Natural Resources of America: Extentof ; Importanceof ; Variety in 

5. The Noise Nuisance in Cities 

6. Motion Pictures in Modern Life 

7. Food Supply: Importance of; Classes of; Sources of 

8. Clothing: Sources of Supply; Manufacture; Styles 

9. *Thrift: Advantage of; Incentives to; Methods 

10. Housing in Detroit: Present Conditions; Need for Improvement 
n. *City Recreation: Possibilities; Needs; Present Resources of Detroit 
12. Modern Methods of Advertising: Money Spent on; Pictorial; Liter- 
ary; Other Kinds of 
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13. Transportation Problems in Detroit 

14. importance of Physical Well-Being 

15. *"Fair Play" in Work and Sport 

Subjects used in the Intermediate Contest were as follows, the 
three starred being those used in the final. 

1. Thrift 

2. Books 

3. Physical Training 

4. School Children as Future Citizens 

5. *Recreation and Playgrounds 

6. City Life vs. Farm Life 

7. Noise Nuisance in Detroit 

8. Boy Scouts, Girl Scouts, and Campfire Girls 

9. Advertisements 
10. Motion Pictures 
n. Wireless 

12. Babies 

13. Pets 

14. Billboards 

15. *How Detroit Could be Improved 

16. *Detroit as Ocean Port 

17. City Parks 

18. Life in America Compared with Life in 

The public library gave assistance by preparing clipping 
libraries which were sent out to each school as soon as the topics 
were announced. A committee from the library also made out 
and placed in the envelopes the topics for the final contests. 

The judges were selected with great care, each board, as far as 
possible, consisting of a lawyer, a club woman, and a newspaper 
man. That combination of interests was found to give the most 
consistent and satisfactory judgments. 

Everyone realizes the importance of oral expression and the 
value of interested practice in it. The discussion contest is an 
attractive incentive. While this year it was an experiment in 
Detroit, it worked out with such complete success that it is the 
intention of the English Club to repeat it annually. There is no 
doubt that it opens up a line of activities that will work advantages 
to all those taking part, and that it is in line with ap proved modern 
methods. 



